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In this paper, it is argued that while theoretical self-reflections on the politics of doing Asian Studies in Asia are welcome, Asian scholars also need to do competent analysis of existing academic programs and institutions of Asian scholarship on Asia. To illustrate this point, I look at the state of South Asian Studies in South Asia by paying attention to the case of Nepal and India. In particular, I briefly examine the situation of Indian Studies in Nepal before moving on to discuss the status of Nepal Studies in India at great length. After arguing that most current Indian scholarship on Nepal is mediocre, I account for this situation by discussing pertinent aspects of the governance of university and area study centres in India. Based on the case studies presented in this paper, I argue that the future of South Asian Studies in South Asia is bleak.

Introduction tc "Introduction "
How does one think about Asian studies in Asia? It is certainly an interesting question and there are several ways in which we can begin to answer it. Some analysts have sought the answer in the realm of theoretical deliberations by post-Orientalist sensibilities now current in academic environments both inside and outside Asia. In particular, they have asked what difference does Asians studying other Asians in Asia make to the substance of Asian studies by the Orientalist or the colonialist variety where non-Asian analysts have taken up Asian subjects for ages (Heryanto 2000). This kind of questioning of the subject by scholars has become commonplace in almost all theoretical reflections on Asian Studies in Asia these days. In addition, questions are also being raised about the boundaries that analytically constitute “Asia” as a geographical entity and the multi-dimensional politics of “Asian” as a political and cultural identity. This kind of reflection in the theoretical realm of the politics of representation must continue, as it is a necessary and instructive exercise. 2
To begin with, we must ask where do programs dedicated to doing research on pan-Asia or a region within Asia exist? When and why were these programs established? What have been the most salient regional, disciplinary and thematic foci of Asian studies as carried out by Asians in the various universities and research centres of our countries? How have these concerns changed over the last half-century when many of our societies have experienced severe political and social upheavals? 3 Without comprehensive answers to these questions, any full-scale analysis of the present situation and future potential of Asian studies on Asia would not be possible. However such a task is well beyond my expertise. Hence in this paper, I propose to seek answers to the above questions only with respect to South Asian regional studies in the universities of South Asia itself. 4 

In the next section I look at the state of South Asian studies in South Asia by paying attention to the case of Nepal and India. In particular, I briefly examine the situation of Indian Studies in Nepal before moving on to discuss the state of Nepal Studies in India at length. After arguing that most current Indian scholarship on Nepal is mediocre, I account for this situation by discussing pertinent aspects of the governance of university and area study centres in India. Based on the case studies presented, I conclude that the future of South Asian Studies in South Asia is bleak.

Studying South Asia in South Asiatc "Studying South Asia in South Asia"
While academics in one or another South Asian country have occasionally evaluated their own national corpus of regional studies, they have seldom taken stock of the obstacles that hinder a robust future for regional studies in South Asia in its entirety. If such an exercise were to take place, the first task to do would have been an analysis of the substantive orientations of previous scholarly research done in any particular South Asian country on any of the its neighboring countries. 

Studying India in Nepaltc "Studying India in Nepal"
Despite platitudes on the sacrosanct nature of India-Nepal relations from ‘time immemorial’ that have been a fixture of Nepali political rhetoric, I know of no governmental moves to establish a full-fledged Indian Studies program in Nepal.  Tribhuvan University (established in 1959) is the only university in Nepal with higher-level social science research programs. 

The social science research scene in Nepal outside of Tribhuvan University cannot be described as thriving.  There is no institutional commitment to studying India in independent Nepali institutions because structurally and resource-wise, they are managed poorly. Whatever research comes out of these organizations is geared mostly toward ‘developing’ Nepal. This is so partly because unlike in India, there is no state support extended to selective autonomous research institutions in Nepal. Hence, they have to rely on doing compromised research as part of consultancies supported by foreign donor agencies. The quality of this research leaves a lot to be desired (cf. Prasain 1998).  However, there are some exceptions. With respect to studies on themes related to Nepal’s hydropower possibilities, some independent scholars have highlighted Indian interests in specific hydropower development trajectories in Nepal (Gyawali and Dixit 2000) and studied the institutional forces behind water conflicts in the North Indian state of Bihar (Gyawali 1999). Overall, there is little evidence to suggest that this dismal research situation is likely to change in the near future. Hence, in the years ahead,  the prospects of Indian Studies in Nepal remain bleak.   

Studying Nepal in Indiatc "Studying Nepal in India"
Nepal Studies in post-Independence India started in the late 1950s after the establishment of the Indian School of International Studies in Delhi in 1955. This School was founded at a time “when the newly independent India felt the imperative need for competent Indian academic specialists who could regularly watch developments in other areas of the world, interpret their significance and give a studied second opinion or a critical evaluation of India’s own external policies” (Vivekanandan 1997: 41). It might also be recalled here that India and its Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru were especially keen to foster “friendly relations among the peoples of Asia and to promote the study and understanding of Asian problems” during the 1940s and the 1950s (Mishra 1996: 29-40; text quoted from p 34).5
Within five years of the founding of the Indian School of International Studies, Nepal Studies started there in the form of research on contemporary politics and political history of Nepal as well as on Indo-Nepal relations. Considering the time at which these researches were completed and given the material and other constraints under which they worked, scholars like Kumar, Mojumdar, Gupta, Chaudhuri and Ramakant must be credited for setting up initial high standards for Nepal Studies in post-Independence India. 6
On the rare occasion when researchers at SIS focused on non-traditional subjects from the point of view of Nepal Studies in India, these same topics have also been amongst those in which the State in India was very interested. We can see this, for instance, in the work done by Mollica Dastider (2000) on Muslims and the State in Nepal, the topic of her recently completed dissertation at SIS. Dastider began her research on the Nepali Muslims in the mid-1990s when the Indian establishment implicated the Muslims of Nepal in Pakistani attempts to use Nepal as a launching pad for anti-Indian activities. It is a pity that SIS scholars have explored very little of the numerous other topics that could be researched about Nepal from other social science disciplinary perspectives, although some effort to study issues related to foreign aid and energy has been made by the Indian economist of Nepali origin, Mahendra P Lama (1991, 2000). 7  In addition, we might note that while he served in the faculty of the school, the late L. S. Baral, a Nepali historian and literary critic, did publish several articles on politics in Nepal (Baral 1973, 1974) and Nepal’s relationship with India and the Non-Aligned Movement (Baral 1978, 1981).  

Nepal has also been studied by researchers affiliated with the South Asia Studies Centre of the University of Rajasthan. This Centre was established in 1963 by S P  Varma as a program in the University’s Department of Political Science and was adopted by the University Grants Commission as a separate Area Studies centre only in 1968. 8 

Nepal studies in India are also done at the Centre for the Study of Nepal in Banaras Hindu University.  This Centre was established in 1976 by the University Grants Commission. Its stated objective is to sponsor and promote research on Nepal from a multi-disciplinary perspective. The Centre has built up a collection of materials on Nepal and organized more than ten big seminars. About twenty-five  PhDs have been completed at the Centre, many by students from Nepal. More than fifteen of these doctoral research projects are in the political science discipline. 9  In recent years though, the Centre has not been very active due to severe resource constraints that have already affected its documentation collection project and staff retention capability. Apart from Professor M D Dharamdasani who heads the Centre, there is only one lecturer in Nepali and several research associates and no other full-time faculty appointments.

In the past, the Centre has undertaken several research projects on themes including foreign aid in Nepal, Nepal’s elite, political ideology of the Nepali leader B P Koirala, status of Nepali women in modern Nepali literature, Indo-Nepal trade relations and post-1990 democratic experiments in Nepal. India-Nepal Partnership and South Asian Resurgence (Dharamdasani 2000) contains a selection of presentations made at a 1999 seminar on Indo-Nepal relations. India and Nepal (Dharamdasani 2001) is another book of the same kind. 10
Characterizing Indian Scholarship on Nepaltc "Characterizing Indian Scholarship on Nepal"
Scholarship on Nepal that has come out of the School of International Studies, the South Asia Studies Centre, and the Centre for the Study of Nepal, as the above discussion suggests, covers predominantly contemporary politics,  and political and diplomatic history  (especially Indo-Nepal relations) of Nepal. While substantial in volume, this scholarship, especially more recent ones, is significantly deficient in terms of quality and variety. First of all, as has been noted above, in terms of disciplines, political science, political and diplomatic history, and international relations provide the analytical perspectives to a disproportionate number of studies. 11  This means that Indian scholarship on Nepal tends to be restricted to a narrow band within social science research disciplines. 

Current Indian researchers on Nepal demonstrate very little awareness of the substantial amount of social science writings on Nepal (especially anthropological) in English or in any other European languages. 12  The second is that since the unit of their analysis is the state, Indian political scientists, especially those working on Indo-Nepal relations, have seldom been able to establish positions that are clearly independent of those held by the government in power in New Delhi. Why is this so? Kanti Bajpai who teaches at Jawaharlal Nehru University’s SIS has argued that Indian intellectuals “tend to give the State ‘the benefit of the doubt’” in its dealings with other states. He continues, “In this international sphere, the image of the State-as-oppressor recedes and of the State-as-protector supervenes to the detriment of a critical-minded field of study” (1997:37).  Bajpai further points out that, more often than not, the data needed for the kind of studies carried out by Indian scholars in the field of international and area studies is located within the state domains and the Indian State, like  other states elsewhere, is “stingy in sharing it with outsiders....Those who are critical of the State and its policies could well find their access to State-owned information denied” (1997: 37-38). In addition to keeping one’s access to information open, the imperative to be seen as someone whose expertise is relevant to the needs of the Indian State might also make Indian scholars on Nepal take positions that are more realistic ones than those espoused by the Indian political bureaucracy. 13 
The second general deficiency of Indian scholarship on Nepal is related to the issue of language proficiency. Area studies programs have emphasized that unless the concerned researchers are very proficient in the main language(s) used in the society under study,  the resulting research can not be taken too seriously. 14  

The third deficiency of current Indian scholarship on Nepal is related to the notion of fieldwork undertaken by researchers. Many of them write their papers and books based on secondary and media sources, excusing this practice by referring to the lack of funds to conduct good fieldwork. But even when fieldwork is done, it leaves a lot to be desired. 

Accounting for Mediocritytc "Accounting for Mediocrity"
Why has Nepal Studies in India not flourished in terms of quality in recent years? To answer this question fully,  we would have to look into university governance in India in some detail and then discuss some specifics about area studies programs.  Some points, based on a reading of relevant materials and on numerous conversations with those in the know, are provided below.

The main reason why area studies, including Nepal Studies programs, are not thriving in India is their overall poor financial management and administration. 

While that is what the Commission had planned, is it in fact providing those amounts to the area study centres? 

The implications of this fiscal deficit are evident in all areas vital to the active life of area studies centres. Due to the non-availability of the committed monies under the non-recurring category, such centres cannot buy new books, journals or other materials for their specialist libraries. Others have computers but they cannot afford Internet connectivity. That is why libraries in the centres in Jaipur and Varanasi have suffered in recent years and the former’s telephone lines were cut in late 2000. 16 

For the same reasons, such centres are no longer able to attract the best students. Talking about the situation in his school, Gupta writes that it attracts students “who bide their time either because they have little else to do or use the University’s hostel and library facilities to prepare for Civil Service Examinations” (1997: 34). 17  Regional scholarship, hence, does not attract the best minds of the younger generation of Indian students anymore. Focusing one’s study on Nepal as a political scientist in India does not allow much flexibility in terms of career choices. Since there are very few thriving institutions for Indians to study Nepal in innovative ways, competent young researchers are told to “move on” to other areas if they wish to have a viable career. 18
If there is such fiscal deficit in these area study centres, two questions come to mind.  If they cannot be sustained, under what kind of long-term financial and management plans were these centres opened to begin with? Secondly,  can some centres be closed if adequate 

finances are not available?  Most area study centres have been opened in Indian universities without there being any long-term financial and management plans to ensure the viability of their operations. 

If they cannot be sustained, can some of the current area centres be closed? This can happen in one of two ways. First is for the centre to become a regular department supported differently within the university system (this still does not solve its critical problems). Second is to close it down completely.  For instance, during the year 1997-98, one area study centre supported by the University Grants Commission was “discontinued...because of poor functioning” (UGC 1997-98: 125). But closing one down is hard to do. Once a centre has been set-up, those who are engaged on a permanent basis understandably  also want all the facilities of pay and promotion offered to faculty members in regular departments. They eventually become an interested party in continuing the life of these centres even when there is hardly enough money available for anything but the salaries of the few staff members. In addition, once they are in existence, these Centres become susceptible to the fancies of university bureaucrats who feel no shame in adding more programs to the burden of already disabled area studies centres for very personal reasons. 
This kind of weak existence of area studies programs in India can also be explained by rampant political patronage in key academia-related institutions and illogical priorities of the political bosses in  India. Not only the University Grants Commission but also many other government-supported research-promoting institutions in India [such as the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) and the Indian Council of Historical Research (ICHR)] have had to suffer appointments of academically mediocre people faithful to the current ruling coalition led by the rightist Bharatiya Janata Party. Naturally,  the first priority of these appointees is to keep their political bosses happy and not spend too much energy trying to figure out how to turn around almost defunct area studies programs.  There is also the question of misplaced priorities. At a time when there is not enough money for existing programs, the University Grants Commission has decided to introduce studies in the pseudo-science of Vedic Astrology in Indian universities. The Commission lacks transparency and is increasingly seen to be academically inept (e.g., Nadkarni 2001). When all area studies programs in India are suffering from a lack of adequate funding, the government of India has endowed Rs120 million to Oxford University in the United Kingdom to establish a chair in Indian History and Culture (Bidwai 2000). 19  This kind of schizophrenia of the Indian state can also be seen in its recent attempt to control the participation of foreign scholars in research and conferences in India (Noorani 2000). 20 

All these explanations account for the academic environment that produces mediocre Nepal Studies in India. The current Indian scholarship on Nepal does not match the academic rigour and competence level of the scholarship demonstrated by the first generation of post-Independence Indian scholars of Nepal such as Satish Kumar, Ramakant, Mojumdar and Gupta. At a time when Indian scholarship in history, cultural studies, economics and sociology is drawing worldwide attention for its quality, it is depressing to read most Indian works on Nepal. 

Conclusion tc "Conclusion "
Based on the above discussion, it is fair to conclude that area studies programs on the South Asian region are languishing in at least two countries of South Asia. Moreover, there is no published evidence to suggest that it is any different in the rest of the region. In fact, casual conversations with researchers from Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have suggested that general academic governance related to area studies programs in those countries is not any better than those in Nepal and India. It is clear that not much investment is being made in this field in the universities and the concerned research centres in all of the South Asian countries. Hence, regional area studies are not doing very well in South Asia. I am not capable of making comparisons between South Asia and other regions of Asia regarding the state of area studies but surely such an enterprise would be required if we are concerned about the future of Asian Studies in Asia in its entirety.

Given the present scenario regarding area studies in South Asia, remedial programs involving a few individuals (such as the ASIA fellows) will hardly constitute a solution. The solution can only come in the form of investments in institutions – universities and research centres – and academics in each of the countries of the region in the long run. While it is up to the individual countries of South Asia to decide what kind of priority they will give to acquiring knowledge about each other in the region, regional organizations and interna tional agencies can at best play only a supporting role, both intellectually and resource-wise. Given the negative academic and political environment in much of South Asia, the chances that fresh investments will be made for South Asian studies in South Asia and for institutional revitalization to take place both inside and outside the universities are very small. Indeed,  we are facing a bleak future for South Asian Studies in South Asia. 

End Notes:

1 The weaknesses in the interpretations offered in this paper are mine alone.

2 Theoretical reflections on area studies were made popular by Said (1978). His views did not go uncontested though (e.g., Schwartz 1980).

3 It is also important to think about the relationship between the trajectories of regional cooperative bodies such as the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) on the one hand and Asian academic scholarships of and in the corresponding region of Asia. This relationship must also be considered with respect to non-official SAARC efforts, popularly known as Track II diplomacy. I cannot discuss this subject in this paper for lack of space. But see Onta (1998) for a preliminary assessment. Also see Himal (1997), Bhargava (2001) and Waslekar (1994).

4 SAARC was established in 1985 as a forum for cooperation among India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Maldives. The region constituted by the seven member countries of SAARC is now becoming the most acceptable definition of South Asia. In the past, South Asia has been defined variously to sometimes include Burma (Myanmar) and Afghanistan. However, for  purposes of this analysis, the SAARC definition of South Asia will be followed.

5  Although security studies barely exist in Nepal, see Dhruba Kumar’s interesting take on the “small body of writings on the subject in relation to security affairs of the state” (2000b; quoted text on 162).  

6 On various aspects of the history and current state of international and area studies in India, see the articles in Rajan (1997) and Sawant (1997) as well as Mishra (1996) and Yagama Reddy (1998). 

7 For an exhaustive review of works on area studies in India up to the end of the 1960s, see Prasad and Phadnis (1988). See Varma (1967) for details of his views on area studies.

8 For an analysis of the “ethnic factor” in Nepal and Bhutan that is based largely on secondary works, see Labh (1995).  Labh was then the senior documentation officer of the Aouth Asia Division of SIS. 

9 Further details on the Centre and its activities can be obtained from Centre for the Study of Nepal (1987, 1995-96).

10 Apart from these three institutions, occasional Nepal-related research is done in some other academic locations in India as well. These include the Netaji Institute for Asian Studies in Calcutta whose journal Asian Studies has published some articles on Nepal submitted by both in-house and outside researchers (e.g., Sarkar 1985, Sengupta 1990, Roy 1998). Another institution is the Centre for Himalayan Studies at North Bengal University (Chaube 1985). A study of the linkages between the democratic movement in Nepal and the Indian left, done at the same University, has recently been published (Tewari Chaube 2001). Parmanand (1982) is an example of a work done at Delhi University, Jha (1973) is an example of a work done at Patna University and Subba (1999) at the North-Eastern Hill University.

11 A P  Rana argues that international relations as a discipline is highly non-theoretical in practice in India and calls for measures to strengthen its disciplinary foundations. He argues that if this happens, it is “likely to have exponentially beneficial effects on the work being done in our area study centres” (1997:21).

12 Dr T N Madan related the exchange between him and Pashupati S Rana to me in New Delhi, 1 December 2000. See Whelpton (1990) for a dated bibliography of anthropological works on Nepal. Bibliographies of more recent anthropological books on Nepal would contain information about other recent books. See Beteille (1999) for a useful discussion on sociology and area studies in South Asia.

13 This possibility was brought up in a conversation with Prof B S Chimni of the School of International Studies in New Delhi, 30 October 2000.

14 See Jorden (1981) for an introduction to the possible linkages between language and area studies.

15 The annual average salary of a professor in India is about Rs300,000; that of a Reader is about Rs 216,000; that of a Lecturer is about Rs168,000. Since there is a provision for two lecturers, the sub-total for these four positions is about Rs852,000. The annual honorarium for two research associates is about Rs96,000 bringing the total up to Rs948,000.

16 Information on the implications of the fiscal deficit for the library at the Centre for the Study of Nepal in Varanasi was provided by Dr S N Jha, Chief of Documentation Officer of the Centre, 23 November 2000. Similar information about the South Asia Studies Centre was provided by its Director , Dr B C Upreti and his colleagues, 13 and 15 November 2000. For discussions of issues related to the role of libraries in area studies, see Gidwani (1971) and Kumar (1971) for the case of India and Sutton (1969) for the case of the United Kingdom.

17 These examinations are popular amongst students who want to join the Indian Foreign Service, the Indian Administrative Service and related bureaus of the Indian government. This characterization of the student body of SIS was also emphasized by various people I talked to,  including D Suba Chandran, a doctoral candidate in the South Asian Studies Division of SIS, 

16 June 2000.
18 This point has been emphasized during various conversations with Sangeeta Thapliyal since 1993.

19 There has been a lot written about these appointments and the ensuing chaos prevalent in these institutions. In the case of ICSSR, see Sethi (2000b), Ghosh (2001), Sondhi (2001) and Rajalakshmi (2001). For the ICHR, see Sethi (2000a). On discussions why Vedic Astrology has no academic worth and how the introduction of regular courses in this pseudo-science is part of the fundamentalist Hindutva agenda, see Ramachandran (2001) and Jayaraman (2001). See also Vaidyanathan (2001).

20 For a brief introduction to shortcomings in university governance in India a generation ago, see Singhal (1975). The situation is no better today.
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